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Why Focus the Symposium
on Africa in Our Century?
Julius A. Amin

I want to thank all of you for joining this webinar. We are honored and
also humbled by the opportunity to continue to engage our campus and
community in this effort of global awareness and consciousness. Even in
the current state of a global pandemic, we have kept on.
Over the last five years, our annual symposium has addressed some
of the critical challenges of today: race and racism, war and peace,
wealth and poverty, gender, immigration, and freedom and
responsibility.
We join the university community and everyone else in praying for
peace in Ukraine.
This year’s theme is “Africa in Our Century,” and we have a great
lineup of speakers. This first session will set the context, stating why
Africa matters, why we are focusing the 2022 Global Voices Symposium
on Africa, and how major powers have interacted with the continent over
time. Tomorrow, we will have three panels focusing on issues of global
concern: human rights, race and racism, gender, and more. The day will
conclude with the keynote address by Dr. Landry Signé, whose talk is
titled “Unlocking Africa’s Potential in a Time of Competition Between
Rising and Global Powers.”
Today, March 1, marks the beginning of Women’s History Month.
The symposium recognizes this important month, and befittingly we
have presentations which focus on women and development.
I will start with a short video of the closing ceremony of the African
Cup of Nations (AFCON) games which took place in Cameroon from
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late January to early February.1 Someone put this together, and the link is
provided below. Let’s watch about eight minutes of the video and talk
about it at the other end.

Why Focus on Africa?
First, despite its growing significance, Africa continues to be among
the least understood places.
The AFCON video shows many things: positive vibrations, joy,
celebration, community, sense of belonging, and friendship. Yet the
negative labels persist—there are many—as for too long there has been
miseducation about Africa.
Even some of those who write about Africa write as if Africans are
not able to laugh or relax. They are always weighted down by their
problems and burdens. That literature dehumanizes the African people--–
yes, Africa has problems, but the continent is much more. It is filled with
ordinary people doing ordinary things, doing the best they can with the
best they have. They respond to changing realities, apply new thinking to
their issues, and so on.
We hope that this symposium will challenge us to rethink prevailing
perceptions about the continent.
Second, Africa provides and has provided so much for the global
economy. There is no time to delve into the contributions of Africans to
the west from the fifteenth to the nineteenth centuries. Many are familiar
with the 1619 Project and the debate it has generated in the United
States.2 It resulted in much miseducation about what critical race theory
really means.3
Africa provided and continues to supply immense resources to the
global community—both during colonialism and in the post-colonial
era—resources such as cocoa, coffee, timber, cotton, diamonds, gold,
manganese, cobalt, uranium, titanium, oil, coltan, and carbonatites.
Uranium from the Shinkolobwe mine in the province of Katanga,
Congo, was used in the Manhattan project, which developed the first
atomic bomb. At that time, the Congo produced the richest uranium ore
1

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TjLoetlU14A
https://podcasts.apple.com/us/podcast/1619/id1476928106
3
https://www.edweek.org/leadership/what-is-critical-race-theory-and-why-is-itunder-attack/2021/05
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in the world.4 People of the Congo were furious when that information
was declassified, because nobody will be proud to say that materials to
build the atomic bomb came from their region.
Millions of people on this side of the Atlantic or the other side of the
Indian or Pacific Oceans are major beneficiaries of products from Africa.
We will say a little about that later.
Africa, indeed, matters.
Third, Africa is huge, complex, and very diverse. It is the secondlargest continent, with a population of 1.4 billion people speaking over a
thousand languages belonging
to thousands of ethnic groups.
Africa is a major consumer
market, with an increasing
youth population. The
continent’s diversity is
immense with regard to
geography, people, and
culture.
Map of Africa: Take a
look at the number of
countries/regions which can
be put inside Africa with
room to spare: U.S., China,
“The True Size of Africa.” Map by Kal Krause;
Eastern Europe, India,
public domain
Switzerland, France,
Germany, Netherlands, Spain, Belgium, Portugal, Japan, Britain, Italy,
and there is still space available.
Fourth, there exists so much ignorance about Africa’s historic
contributions to the development of the idea of the West. Educational
institutions can and must do better to educate their student bodies on
these important issues. And that is not just here in the West, but in Africa
also. I was educated on both sides of the Atlantic, and both systems
display glaring gaps when it comes to teaching about Africa’s
contributions to the global community.
4

https://www.bbc.com/future/article/20200803-the-forgotten-mine-that-builtthe-atomic-bomb
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This knowledge, for example, is vital in the crusade against antiblack racism. A major contributing factor to anti-black racism was the
white fabrication of a primitive and backward black past. Those
inventions were used to justify slavery and colonialism, and today they
are used to exclude, marginalize, and promote notions of otherness and
difference.
Howard French’s recent book Born in Blackness: Africa and the
Making of the Modern World paints a vivid picture of Africa’s
monumental contributions to this idea of the west.
In short, there needs to be a renaissance or re-education about
Africa’s global role and contributions. We must begin to ask new
questions about the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade, the Trans-Saharan
Trade, the European Scramble for Africa, the Cold War and Africa, and
so on. We must add to and re-think prevailing perspectives.
Fifth, the twenty-first century has added another dimension toward
the understanding of Africa’s contributions to the contemporary world.
The weekly magazine The Economist (March 2019) refers to this as “The
New Scramble for Africa.” And the indicators are many.5
Africa’s rising population—by 2025 Africa’s population will surpass
that of China.
Between 2010 and 2016, over 320 new embassies were opened in
Africa, mostly by nations not traditionally at the forefront of the rush to
Africa.
Turkey alone opened twenty-six embassies, followed by India.
Turkey is all over the continent. Turkish Airlines flies to over fifty
African countries.
China has surpassed the West in Africa—it is now the largest arms
dealer in sub-Saharan Africa and has defense agreements with more than
forty-five African countries.
U.S. policy remains makeshift, and this will be discussed in detail
later. Russia is back in Africa, having summits, and given Russia’s
invasion of Ukraine, African nations now know what Russia means by
the policy of nonintervention and respect for national sovereignty.
Sixth, rapid changes are taking place globally, and we can no longer
afford to remain ignorant about the rising tide taking place in Africa.
5

https://www.economist.com/leaders/2019/03/07/the-new-scramble-for-africa
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Rapid urbanization: It is estimated that by the end of the century,
thirteen of the world’s twenty largest cities will be in Africa, up from just
two today, including cities such as Lagos, Khartoum, Kinshasa,
Mombasa, and Abidjan.6
From November 15 to 20, 2021, U.S. Secretary of State Anthony
Blinken visited Kenya, Nigeria, and Senegal. While he was in Africa, he
stated:
The United States knows that, on most of the urgent
challenges and opportunities we face, Africa will make
the difference. … I believe Africa will shape the future
—and not just the future of the African people but of the
world. The facts speak for themselves. … This is a
continent of young people — energized, innovative,
hungry for jobs and opportunity. By 2025, more than
half the population of Africa will be under age 25. By
the year 2050, one in four people on Earth will be
African.7
Seventh, Africa’s population growth and its implications:
2016
1.2 billion
2019
1. 31 billion
2050
2.6 billion (projected)
2100
4 billion (projected)
Africa’s middle class is growing, and as a result it is becoming a
huge consumer market. The youth population is projected to be about 42
percent in 2050.
This conversation is also about the making and distribution of goods
globally. By now, everyone is familiar with supply chain disruptions,
shortages, and the like. Take a look at the location of Africa—in distance
it is closer to Europe, and close to America. Africa has a huge youth

6

Washington Post, Nov. 19, 2021.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/world/interactive/2021/africa-cities/
7
https://editorials.voa.gov/a/secretary-blinken-visits-kenya-nigeriasenegal/6343059.html
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population—I gave figures a few minutes ago. Industrial nations must
make a shift in their thinking, help to educate Africa’s youth with
industrial skills, and establish some of their factories and manufacturing
centers in the continent. One region should not have a monopoly on the
production of consumer goods. It makes logical sense, if the goal is to
avoid future problems of supply chain disruptions, to establish
manufacturing facilities in diverse locations. This raises another question
of why the west was quick to depopulate Africa through slavery, yet it
will not help in the continent’s development. The time has come to more
seriously raise those questions.
Now, I will proceed to discuss how the major powers of China, the
U.S., and Russia have interacted with Africa over time.
I will start with China, for obvious reasons. That country is the most
populated in the word; it is a huge manufacturing center where large
quantities of consumer goods are made and shipped to many parts of the
world.
China’s early contact with Africa dates to the fifteenth century, when
the Ming Dynasty sent ships to northeast Africa. However, little
happened after that, and no serious establishment of political, economic,
or cultural relations took place. In the late nineteenth century, Chinese
workers came to South Africa and began to establish a vibrant Chinese
community in the region. But more deliberate establishments of SinoAfrican relations did not begin until Mao Zedong took control of the
People's Republic of China. While relations developed slowly, an
important turning point was the Bandung Conference (Asian-African
Conference) of 1955, when Premier Zhou Enlai of China argued that
Sino-African relations could be built on the principles of mutual respect
of sovereignty, non-interference in each other’s internal affairs, and
equality. Those principles would form the foundations for effective SinoAfrican relations in later years.
Simultaneously, as China was developing relations with Africa, it
was also developing and finding its place in the Cold War age. Realizing
its failure to promote radical movements in the new African nations,
China switched sides from promoting ideological groups in Africa to
focusing on its economic development. In those efforts, China received
support from many African nations, whose support allowed China to
gain admission in the UN as a permanent member of the Security
18

Council. After that, China focused on internal development in Africa. As
of late 1980, 90 percent of the African nations had a higher per capita
income than China. In fact, it wasn’t until the 1990s that China's per
capita income began to rise significantly above that of African nations.
By the second decade of the new century, China’s per capita income and
development was significantly higher than those of African nations. This
growth coincided with China’s increasing8 involvement in Africa9 in
terms of trade and other exchanges. In short, within less than thirty years,
China emerged from underdevelopment to become an economic
superpower. I argue in this section that Sino-African relations have
provided China with the critical resources needed to propel its
development.
Over the years, Chinese and African leaders have regularly
exchanged visits. President Xi visits Africa quite often, and the Chinese
foreign minister begins his annual foreign travels by visiting an African
nation. Africa is very important to China’s continuous development.

Why Africa is so important to China
China’s economy needs Africa for continuous growth and viability.
How?
One-third of China’s oil comes from Africa, and 20 percent of the
country’s cotton comes from Africa. China’s economy has become
increasingly dependent on other resources as well, such as iron ore,
titanium, cobalt, uranium, bauxite, manganese, coltan, timber, and
cotton. Africa has half of the world’s manganese.
The Democratic Republic of the Congo has half of the world’s
cobalt, over 70 percent of coltan, and over half of the world’s supply of
carbonatites.
China exports to Africa a variety of consumer goods, including
clothing and electronics.
Sino-African trade has risen rapidly, from over USD1 billion in 1989
to USD200 billion in 2002, and direct investment has increased to over
USD4 billion in 2002.
8

See map by @naytadata. https://merchantmachine.co.uk/africa-vs-china/
https://weaponews.com/news/65363187-africom-was-sleeping-the-rise-ofchina-in-africa-but-says-the-movement.html
9
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Why African leaders prefer to deal with China: 1) African
leaders like China’s pronouncements of the policy non-intervention and
respect for national sovereignty; and 2) African leaders look at where
China was barely forty years ago, and believe their countries can also
develop rapidly by using China’s model.
Some highlights of Sino-African relations.
• 2000: The first Forum on China-Africa Cooperation (FOCAC)
ministerial conference took place in Beijing. China offered more
aid to Africa.
• 2003: Second FOCAC ministerial conference took place in
Addis Ababa.
• 2006: The third FOCAC meeting was attended by 48 African
heads of state and representatives of governments, resulting in
more aid.
• Each year, China’s foreign minister begins his foreign travel in
Africa before going anywhere else.
• 2018: FOCAC China promised a $60 billion aid package.
• Xi Jinping has promoted the relationship between China and
Africa.
• 2013: Xi visited Tanzania, South Africa, and the Republic of
Congo.
• 2015: Xi visited Zimbabwe, and later South Africa.10
• Xi increased scholarships to African students studying in China.
In 2015, there were about 50,000 African students in China.
• 2018: there were over 48 Confucius Institutes and 23 Confucius
classrooms in 35 African countries.
• Xi has offered to focus on infrastructure.
• The African Union Conference Hall in Addis Ababa was
designed and built by Chinese companies, with $200 million
donated by the Chinese government.

10

https://oxford.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.1093/oso/97801988305
04.001.0001/oso-9780198830504-chapter-4
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•

Within the past ten years, China has had over 40 percent of the
infrastructure contracts in Africa. Chinese construction
companies are everywhere.

But there are also some other issues:
• 2012: The IMF stated that China owned 15 percent of Africa’s
external debt, and three years later two-thirds of all new loans
were coming from China.11
• 2018: In the African Union Center, it was reported that the
computer files of the African Union were downloaded nightly to
computers in Shanghai.
• The computers were removed, and the AU denied China the
right to reconfigure the replacement computers.

Continuing problems of racism: In April 2020, Africans living in
Guangzhou, Guangdong province, were accused of spreading COVID,
resulting in evictions from apartments, loss of employment, and other
discriminatory acts. The Chinese responded quickly, stating China had
“zero tolerance” for racism. A culture of anti-African racism in China is
well known and documented. Chinese leaders responded quickly because
of the importance of African nations to that country’s economy.12

U.S. Involvement in Africa
The U.S. is a superpower, and superpower status comes with
superpower responsibilities. For too long, Africa was an afterthought in
U.S. policy, but President Kennedy sought to change that. He created
programs including the Peace Corps and USAID. He showed African
leaders respect, often welcoming them at the airport when they arrived in
Washington for official visits.
But JFK’s life was cut short by an assassin’s bullet on November 22,
1963, ending his presidency after just about a thousand days.13 His
11

https://www.forbes.com/sites/wadeshepard/2019/10/03/what-china-is-reallyup-to-in-africa/?sh=1e5a3c259304
12
https://foreignpolicy.com/2020/04/15/chinas-racism-is-wrecking-its-successin-africa/
13
https://www.amazon.com/Thousand-Days-Kennedy-WhiteHouse/dp/0618219277
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successors did not continue his African policies. They reverted to
policies which treated Africans as inferior and different, and publicly
referred to Africans as people with deep personal insecurity, and as
irrational, provincial, or too sensitive.14
Some programs exemplified the new directions:
• AGOA—African Growth Opportunity Act, started by the
Clinton Administration; this program created jobs and cemented
relations.
There were other initiatives as well:
• The Malaria Initiative has been beneficial.
• President’s Emergency Plan for AIDS Relief (PEPFAR) has
contained the spread of HIV/AIDS.
• Feed the Future (U.S.-led policy to combat global hunger)
• Power Africa, designed to promote access to power in Africa
• Millennium Challenge Corporation (MCC), designed to combat
global poverty
• Youth Leaders Initiative (known as YALI)
• US- Africa Summit
• AFRCOM or Africa Command (military side of U.S. interest in
Africa)
Yet, the overall and long period of neglect and failure to take Africa
seriously has been detrimental to America’s interest in the continent.
There must be a deliberate shift in policy; African nations are not where
they were in the 1960s in the immediate years after independence.
[At this point in the presentation, Amin displayed a series of images
of world leaders in African countries, among which were the following:
• John F. Kennedy meeting Ghanaian president Kwame Nkrumah,
in Washington, D.C.
• Arrival ceremonies for Léopold Sédar Senghor, President of
Senegal, Nov. 3, 1961

14

https://www.umasspress.com/9781558497344/secular-missionaries/
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John F. Kennedy at arrival ceremony for
Julius Nyerere, President of Tanganyika.
(Robert Knudsen, White House
Photographs, John F. Kennedy
Presidential Library and Museum, Boston.
July 15, 1963. Public domain.)

Arrival ceremonies for Léopold Sédar
Senghor, President of Senegal, November
3, 1961. (Robert Knudsen, White House
Photographs, John F. Kennedy
Presidential Library and Museum, Boston.
Public domain.)

•
•
•

•
•
•
•

John F. Kennedy at the arrival ceremony for Julius Nyerere,
President of Tanganyika, July 15, 1963
President Jimmy Carter in Nigeria (1978)
Photos of President Bill Clinton with infant Bill Clinton (1998)
and 14-year-old Bill Clinton (2012); the younger Clinton was
named after the president during his 1998 visit to Uganda.
President Bill Clinton and first lady Hillary Rodham Clinton,
guests of Ghanaian President Jerry Rawlings
President George W. Bush and President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf
of Liberia, Feb. 21, 2008
George W. Bush and Senegal President Abdoulaye Wade touring
a “slave house” on Goree Island in Senegal, July 8, 2003
Photos of President George W. Bush in Kenya, July 2013
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President George W. Bush and
President Ellen Johnson Sirleaf
of Liberia, Feb. 21, 2008, during
the President's visit to
Monrovia, Liberia (White House
photo by Eric Draper).

President Barack Obama and
President Jakaya Kikwete of
Tanzania, along with First Lady
Michelle Obama and Salma
Kikwete, watch performers during
an arrival ceremony at Julius
Nyerere International Airport in
Dar es Salaam, Tanzania, July 1,
2013 (Official White House Photo
by Chuck Kennedy).

•
•
•
•
•

•

President Barack Obama and first lady Michelle Obama at Door
of Return in Elmina Castle in Ghana
President Barack Obama and Kenyan President Uhuru Kenyatta,
July 24, 2015, at Jomo Kenyatta Airport in Nairobi, Kenya
President Barack Obama and President Jakaya Kikwete of
Tanzania, July 1, 2013
President Barack Obama in Egypt, 2009
Presidents George W. Bush and Barack Obama laid a wreath at
the U.S. Embassy in Tanzania July 7, 2013, in a ceremony
memorializing the 1998 bombing of the embassy
President Joe Biden on a visit to Kenya while he was vice
president]

Initially, the plan was to talk about Russia, but in view of that country’s
aggressive action in Ukraine, I will shelve that discussion. Russia’s entire
premise for re-entry into Africa was the promise of Africa’s sovereignty
24

and the preservation of territorial integrity. But Russia’s invasion of
Ukraine confirmed that Russia cannot be trusted. In addition, that
invasion sadly is reminiscent of the old adage about how major powers
practice diplomacy: “no eternal friends, no eternal enemies, only eternal
interests.”15 And those powers continue to pursue that conduct of
diplomacy irrespective of the consequences.
We have spent time on the role of major global powers in Africa. I
will now switch gears to another subject, university students. This
symposium is taking place at a university, and student voices matter. For
decades, American universities have sponsored study abroad and
immersion programs in Africa, and those experiences have impacted
thousands of students. A few years ago, I wrote a book, African
Immersion: American College Students in Cameroon, which captured the
voices of the University of Dayton students and those from other
universities.16 Participants of many of these programs were heavily
impacted, and here are some of their voices:
• Victoria Berthé: “I left Cameroon feeling self-confident, selfassured, and normal.”
• Kristen Kemp thought it “was refreshing to be embraced in such
a wonderful culture.”
• In Cameroon, Erin Kauffman felt the “best” she had “felt in
ages,” found a “sense of clarity,” and felt “fulfilled.”
• The people of Africa, wrote Kelly Dougherty, “taught me how to
live and I am forever indebted to them.”
• Cameroon was a “once in a lifetime experience,” wrote Adrienne
Berger, adding, “I am so happy and grateful that I was able to be
a part of it.”
• African immersion participant Joe Weyman wrote, “Going to
UD was the best choice I made in the first 18 years of my life.
Going on this trip was the best decision I made at UD.”
• Emilee Petrus wrote in her journal on departure from Cameroon:
“This is my experience. I yearn for Africa. A piece of my heart
will surely remain here. I could not convey with enough justice
15

https://diplomatmagazine.com/kosovo-british-relations/
https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781498502382/African-Immersion-AmericanCollege-Students-in-Cameroon
16
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•

what my mind and soul see in the country. But I hope this
journal will suffice and remind me to never forget. I must not
abandon the ideas and perspective formed by the people who
touched my life. I will be better. And remember no condition is
permanent.”
Susan Brown, who served half a year in Sierra Leone and three
years in Namibia, wrote: “The African experience…changed my
perspective on prejudice, justice, religion, and American
culture.”

In this opening session we have tried to convey to you that Africa
has mattered in the past, matters in the present, and will matter in the
future. The direction of the global community will increasingly be
shaped by happenings in Africa. We hope we have provided some
highlights and increased your appetite to participate in the subsequent
sessions of the symposium. We hope we have convinced you to continue
to read and learn about Africa. Thank you for being a part of our
program.

UD students in Barombi at the ceremony of the completion of water project
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At the Women’s Empowerment
Center in Kumba

At the farewell
reception at Azi Motel,
Kumba

UD students at the Tole
Tea plantation in Tole,
Cameroon
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At Seme Beach, Limbe, Cameroon

At a tour of Brasserie Du Cameroun, Yaoundé

At an ice cream
restaurant in
Yaoundé
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At the U.S. Embassy with Ambassador Janet Garvey in Yaoundé

University of Dayton students
at the International Relations
Institute of Cameroon,
Yaounde
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